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Hiberma" of Tudor writers had emerged over the horizon at
last; a large majority of British statesmen thought the "Irish
difficulty" had been set at rest Yet Ireland was tranquil on
the surface only; elements of disorder and peril were gathering
by degrees, which were to explode the shallow optimism of
the hour. The growth of Irish prosperity was beyond dispute;
but it mainly depended on a mere accident, the flourishing
state of agriculture and almost excessive prices. The social
structure of Ireland had been radically changed, with con-
sequences, in many respects, excellent; but the system of
small farms, and all that this implies, remained much more
general than was commonly supposed; it deserves notice that
the large English and Scotch occupiers who had "planted"
whole districts seldom fared well; many left the country, like
the colonists of old, or sank into the mass of the Irishry.
Meanwhile landed relations had not become essentially better
in some of their features, in spite of apparent signs to the
contrary; in others they grew worse by degrees. The
bureaucratic rule of the Castle successfully enforced obedience
to law; but it had continued to weaken the landed gentry, and
this was attended with many evils. That order of men, we
have said, in the last century resembled the old seigneurs of
France; they had developed into an aristocracy attached to
their country, and kindly in nature, many as were their faults:
they were now being assimilated again* to the French seigneurs,
living among dependents, but without influence, and ruled by
the officials of a Central Government. They had thus privi-
leges without powers or duties, a thoroughly false position for
a dominant class, which gradually lessened the deference felt
for them, and estranged them more and more from the people;
and, at the same time, the purchasers of lands under the
Encumbered Estates Acts proved, we have seen, generally
harsh landlords, and this cast discredit on the body of
landlords as a whole. Things went on well enough while the